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CECELIAMERKEL 
ABSTRACT 
THISARTICLE FOCUSES ON THE RELATIONSHIP between people and the 
spaces that they inhabit on a college campus. A folkloristic approach to 
the study of space examines the way people shape space through their 
practices and the way space shapes people's practices. People shape space 
through the way they organize physical objects in their environment, the 
way they talk in spaces they inhabit, and the ritualized behaviors they per- 
form in particular spaces. Understanding how people talk about, and 
interact within, a physical space is especially important as we move toward 
distance education models of learning. It raises questions about what is 
gained and what is lost as we move toward classrooms without walls and 
also suggests the importance of understanding the new practices that 
people develop to organize and make sense of their real, virtual, and hy- 
brid spaces. 
INTRODUCTION 
A folkloristic approach to the study of space examines how people 
organize and shape their space and how people are organized and shaped 
by the space around them. A university campus is an ideal setting to ex- 
amine a folklore of space because it is like a mini-city with a range of 
activities and spaces including classrooms, dormitories, campus centers, 
faculty offices, athletic facilities, and health centers. People shape their 
space through the way they organize the things in their environment (ma- 
terial lore), talk about-and within-their environment (verbal lore), and 
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perform the ritualized activities that occur in these places (rituab’custom- 
ary lore). As we move toward hybrid models of education where more of 
the activities surrounding academic work occur online, it is important to 
recognize how academic practices translate, fail to translate, or are trans- 
formed in this new environment. 
We are moving toward educational environments in which all or part 
of the activities surrounding research, teaching, and learning occur online. 
In these hybrid environments, some people may be physically co-located 
with each other while others never may have met in the physical world. 
While the technology in these hybrid environments facilitates collabora- 
tion between scholars, it is also forcing academic institutions to redefine 
the types of activities and products that constitute academic work (Burbules 
& Bruce, 1995). These environments raise questions about traditional 
educational practices such as what constitutes a publication, what counts 
as academic work, and what is the best way to structure a virtual learning 
space to achieve one’s educational objectives. 
The goal of a folklore of space is to uncover how the organization of 
a folk group’s physical and virtual environments reveals its worldview. In 
the physical world, people define space through structural features of 
enclosed and unenclosed spaces and through the organization of objects 
within these spaces (Lawrence & Low, 1990). In the virtual world, people 
define space through various strategies such as categorizing people by 
their status and location, by the type of technology that is used, and by the 
activities that occiir in these spaces. People also use these strategies in the 
physical world, but they tend to be less obvious because the cultural values 
these strategies represent are embodied in physical objects. 
APPROACHES OF SPACETO THE STUDY 
The organization of one’s environment is not random but, instead, 
reflects and can be understood only within the context of a group’s folk 
practices and values (Toelken, 1996). Toelken provides a useful example 
in his description of the weaving practices of the Navajo Indians with whom 
he worked. Navajo artists purposely place a flaw in the rugs they weave, 
which Toelken relates to a belief that a design can never be finished. He 
argues that scholars should examine how the production process reveals 
the Navajo’s worldview rather than focusing on specific design features of 
the artifact. Similarly, a study of a folklore of space must relate the way a 
folk group organizes its physical environment to its worldview. This per- 
spective involves understanding the impact that space has on people’s 
practice and how people shape their space through their practices (Latour, 
1987). 
Two approaches to the study of material lore acknowledge the impor- 
tance of relating the organization of the environment to a group’s cul- 
ture. One is work on the folklore of architecture (Glassie, 1972, 1983; 
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Roberts, 1972) and the other is the folklore of artifacts (Babcock, 1992). 
These approaches work well together because they provide tools for ana- 
lyzing both large-scale structural features of buildings and smaller scale 
objects within these buildings. These tools are also important because, in 
studying material culture, scholars may have access to a group’s worldview 
in a way that is not possible through the written word (Babcock, 1992). 
Research on folk architecture (Glassie, 1972, 1983; Roberts, 1972) 
analyzes structural features of buildings including their shape, size, and 
layout for repeated motifs and variations of motifs. This research identi- 
fies the building methods, the materials, and tools used during construc- 
tion. Folklorists also look at where a building is placed, the site on which 
the building is located, and how the building is used (Roberts, 1972). 
Patterns emerge in the way that homes and other buildings are constructed, 
which reveals how a community adapts to its environment. 
Research on the folklore of artifacts has two foci: (1)historical, where 
artifacts from the past are studied as a way to learn about the past, and 
(2) social, where artifacts reveal the value system underlying people’s prac- 
tices, especially people who are often ignored in traditional research (Glassie, 
1983). Because people shape and reshape their space in large and small 
ways, an artifact can take on different functions and meanings in various 
contexts (Babcock, 1992). Buildings, rooms, and spaces that were used 
for one purpose are converted to meet new needs and purposes and at 
the same time another layer is added to the history and meaning of the 
space (Brand, 1994). The presence or absence of artifacts also serves an 
important identity function and can reveal the values of a folk group. 
In extending this approach to school settings, a folklore of educa- 
tional space relates both large- and small-scale features of the campus 
environment to the underlying folk practices and values of students, teach- 
ers, administrative staff, and other university personnel. On a large scale, 
the structural features of enclosed and unenclosed spaces reveal the val- 
ues that the university tries to encourage, such as collegiality or competi- 
tion. On a smaller scale, school settings are full of everyday objects that 
reveal its culture, including books, the arrangement of the classroom, and 
the presence or absence of technology. 
MATERIAL OREIN SCHOOLENVIRONMENTS 
There is no formal study of the material culture of space in school 
settings. The approach used here has been to identify how space is dis- 
cussed in education research literature and to indicate ways that the orga- 
nization of both large- and small-scale features of the campus reveals aca- 
demic culture. As Dutton (1995) notes: 
Schools in particular are never neutral sites or free spaces above the 
conflicts of society. Tangled within the infinite relations of society, 
they unavoidably produce, reproduce, and challenge political, social, 
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cultural, and economic directions in society. Schools, like any insti- 
tution, are places of ongoing struggle over meaning, truth claims, 
the organization of knowledge and interpersonal relations, classroom 
practices, and so on. (p. 172) 
A study of the organization of space in school settings reveals the way 
that teachers, students, administrators, and other university personnel 
respond to these societal forces and ongoing struggles over meaning. This 
section represents both an argument for a folkloristic approach to the 
study of space in academic settings and an application of a folklore of 
space to a university setting. 
CAMPUSDESIGN 
Historically, the layout of the college campus has been marked by a 
shift toward more buildings as well as an increase in the types of spaces 
required as schools provide more services (Dober, 1996). Early colleges 
had fewer building types (and functions) which included housing, a chapel, 
classrooms, a library, dining facilities, and administrative offices. College 
campuses today contain a greater variety of building types including ath- 
letic and physical recreation buildings, classrooms, faculty offices, visual 
and performing arts centers, campus centers, libraries, laboratories, sup- 
port facilities, and housing (Dober, 1996). The physical structure and 
layout of each of these buildings differ dramatically and are related to the 
type of activities conducted in each space. 
Members of a university have specific ideas about what it means to be 
part of an institution of higher learning, and campus planners carry out 
these ideas through features of design. The campus and various parts of 
the campus are seen symbolically as instilling a sense of order, encourag- 
ing collegiality, providing a place for interactions, and providing a sense 
of place (Chapman, 1994). Architects and campus planners create these 
symbolic meanings through “place making” and “place marking” func- 
tions of design (Dober, 1996). Place making involves “articulation, classi- 
fication, and differen tiation of building groups and significant structures, 
landscapes, and circulation elements and then their arrangement and 
positioning in response to site conditions, climate, programmatic and func- 
tional relationships, and desired visual sequence” (Dober, 1996, p. 174). 
Place marking involves taking the overall design and giving it a sense of 
character. 
Campus designers create a sense of place and community through 
the use of planned open spaces such as ovals, malls, middle path, walkway, 
lawns, or commons (Chapman, 1994; Griffith, 1994) and through the use 
of landmarks (Chambers, 1989). Griffith (1994) associated a number of 
benefits with the use of open spaces, including their ability to produce a 
sense of place, to integrate or separate portions of the campus, and to 
provide emotional relief from being in small or crowded spaces. Simi-
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larly, landmarks also create a sense of place on the college campus be- 
cause they come to represent a person’s connection with the institution. 
Spaces that were not designed as landmarks can also take on special sig- 
nificance and create a sense of place for segments of the campus popula- 
tion. 
Campus planners design buildings and arrange physical objects within 
these buildings to encourage values important within an academic com- 
munity. Brand (1994) described how the Lewis Thomas Molecular Biol- 
ogy Lab at Princeton was planned to encourage both collegiality and com- 
petition (pp. 179-80). The building was the home for a group of rnicrobi- 
ologists who valued interacting with each other and with others in their 
scientific community. The designers built the lab with only three floors, 
so that people could meet in stairwells, and built corridors wider than is 
typical to encourage informal interaction. The designers added kitchen- 
ettes and blackboards to lounge areas to encourage informal gathering 
and impromptu work sessions. The department chair also wanted to in- 
still a sense of competition, so designers clustered offices so that people 
could monitor how far other teams were in completing their projects. 
Designers use symmetry in organizing the campus and classrooms to 
instill a sense of order (Chapman, 1994; Griffith, 1994). Toelken (1996) 
discussed an emphasis, in mainstream U. S. culture, on straight lines and 
symmetry and, by extension, on order. On the campus level, the grid 
patterning of the quadrangle creates a sense of order and community. 
The use of the quadrangle can be tied to the organization of medieval 
English colleges that used this design to protect the school from aggres- 
sors and to gain greater control over student behavior (Griffith, 1994). 
American college planners use the quadrangle form because it fosters a 
sense of place and insulates the campus from outside distractions and 
noise. On the classroom level, the grid-patterned seating arrangement 
allows an instructor to regulate student behavior. 
On a large scale, the existence of certain buildings carries an implicit 
message about a folk group’s position within society and within an institu- 
tion. It is not possible to consider all the different building types on a 
college campus in this article, but an example should help to illustrate 
this point. Universities began to offer on-campus housing to students due 
to concerns about the quality of off-campus living accommodations and 
the fear that living off campus could lead to moral corruption (Dober, 
1996). Many universities today still have rules that require students to live 
on campus for one or more years when they first enter the university. 
Similarly, the rise of fraternities and sororities can be related to a similar 
desire to protect students and keep them on or near campus. Students, 
therefore, are a group that need to be protected from the outside world, 
and it is the job of the school to provide this protection by providing safe 
on-campus, or close to campus, living accommodations. 
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The layout of a college campus can also reveal shifts in societal values 
and roles for groups over time. For example, women were spatially segre- 
gated in university settings in the United States in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries (Spain, 1992). In the early 1800s,women could not 
attend universities because of the perception that their place ~7as at home 
taking care of their families. Later in the century, women could attend 
college but were confined to women-only schools because of the fear that 
contact with men’s ideas could harm them emotionally. While women 
now have access to most colleges, this analysis raises questions about the 
spatial segregation of other groups, such as the poor, from institutions of 
higher learning. 
While educational institutions may attempt to encourage values 
through campus design, the physical arrangement of the campus can also 
become a focal point in struggles for recognition among marginalized 
groups on campus. At issue is the way that designers can include the voice 
of these gronps in campus design (Dutton, 1995; Dutton & Grant, 1991; 
Dutton & Mann, 1996) and, by extension, the extent to which the univer- 
sity makes decisions to account for differences in people’s experiences. A 
tangible example of how some people’s experiences are considered in 
limited ways in campus design is the approach that universities take in 
adapting spaces for disabled students and staff on campuses (McCninness, 
1993). McGuinness described three approaches to dealing with accessibil- 
ity issues: ( I )  a risk management approach, in which changes are made 
until the likelihood of a lawsuit is small, (2) a priority management ap- 
proach, in which priorities are set to make the most used areas of campus 
accessible, and ( 3 ) a comprehensive management approach, in which a 
“readily achievable” plan and a design response are set up. The decisions 
about how far to go in accomniodatirig the needs of disabled people on 
campus reveals who is valued and who is not valued in an institution along 
with the university’s management policy and culture. 
Budgeting is another issue that reveals a university’s management cul- 
ture (Leggett, 1985; Marsh & Griffith, 1985;Murphy, 1994; Stewart, 1985). 
Much of the research in this area tries to define the value of a space by 
assessing how much and for what purpose a room is used. This line of 
research also suggests ways to get departments on campus to recognize 
the value of the space that they inhabit and to pay for that space. The use 
of classroom space, a topic much discussed in the education research lit- 
erature, is explored in the next section. 
CLASSROOMDESIGN 
Environmental planning researchers examine the physical layout of a 
classroom to determine its effectiveness in allowing students and teachers 
to function comfortably in the environment (Council of Educational Fa- 
cility Planners, 1991; Gorham, 1981; Ledford, 1981; Muller, Probasco, & 
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Schuh, 1985; Owu, 1992; Rath & Ittleson, 1981; Tessmer & Harris, 1992). 
Typical classroom features that are studied include the visual environment, 
acoustics, temperature, media use, and room layout (Ledford, 1981). In 
this section, I examine the way that features of classroom design reveal 
cultural values in educational settings. 
Some pictures of classrooms at the University of Illinois help illus- 
trate my points. In analyzing these pictures, I am making some assump- 
tions about the meaning of selected artifacts in classroom settings. The 
ideas here represent starting points in analyzing artifacts within the class- 
room, but the ideal study would look at how these features shape and are 
shaped for a particular folk group in a particular context. 
Room layout is one aspect of classroom organization that includes 
the type of furniture used, its design, and its positioning (Ledford, 1981). 
Classrooms can be divided into two types-fixed designs or flexible de- 
signs (Blackett & Stanfield, 1994). Classrooms with a fixed design do not 
allow a room to be changed easily and include the conventional large 
lecture hall, the tiered classroom, and the camera equipped classroom 
suite. Classrooms with a flexible design allow a room to be rearranged to 
meet the needs of a particular class and include the small seminar rooms 
and other rooms that accommodate about twenty to fifty students. 
The amount of flexibility in a classroom and the restrictions that are 
made on student movement through the environment can be tied to ei- 
ther a teacher’s or to a school’s perspective about the educational pro- 
cess. In contrast to teacher-centered visions of learning, a constructivist 
approach suggests that students must be active learners with instruction 
centered on supporting the construction of knowledge rather than on its 
transmission (Duff, & Cunningham, 1996). From this perspective, ob- 
jects in the environment are important tools in helping a child construct 
knowledge. This may imply a classroom design that is more flexible in 
allowing students and teachers to,rearrange the room as they co-construct 
this knowledge. 
Figure 1contains an example of a classroom design that is inflexible, 
with the chairs bolted to the floor. It provides very little flexibility in terms 
of providing a space for group work or student interaction. Figure 2 is an 
example of a learning space that is flexiblewith a movable table and chairs. 
There are more possibilities for students to work individually, in pairs, or 
in groups. 
Researchers have specific, and often contradictory, ideas about what 
makes a “good classroom (Blackett & Stanfield, 1994; O w ,  1992; Vaughan, 
1991). According to Owu (1992), the layout of a classroom should direct 
the student’s attention toward the instructor and the presentation area. 
The room should be flexible enough to accommodate large and small 
class sizes and changes in technology. There should also be attention to 
aesthetics including form, line, color, texture, and visual variety. Decisions 
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Figure 1. An Inflexible Classroom Design with Bolted Desks. 
Figure 2.  A More Flexible Classroom Design. 
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about the layout of a classroom provide tangible evidence of beliefs about 
what the learning experience should be like and about the role of teach- 
ers and students in the learning process. 
The culture of university settings differs from that of other levels of 
education, and this is revealed in classroom design. Educators seem to 
make a distinction between the types of space needed for young children 
(Dudek, 1996; Gareau & Kennedy, 1991; Greenman, 1988) and spaces for 
older children and adults. Young children need environments that en- 
courage them to use their imaginations, to play, to interact, and to form 
relationships with peers and instructors. These environments are sup- 
posed to encourage learning through discovery and, at the same time, 
create a sense of order and security. The need to design learning spaces 
that promote creativity is typically not an important design criterion once 
children get older. College classrooms avoid distractions, with many rooms 
being barren of decoration. This lack of decoration can be attributed to 
the migratory nature of teaching at the college level. Instructors do not 
have their own room for more than a semester and often share a room 
with many people throughout the day. 
Figures 3 and 4 reveal differences in beliefs about how graduate and 
undergraduate education is conducted and provide examples of the em- 
phasis on the teacher in classroom design. Figure 3 shows a teacher in a 
large lecture hall standing on a platform that looks like a stage. This 
platform accentuates status differences by physically separating the teacher 
and the students. This picture also demonstrates an effort by the de- 
signer to construct an environment appropriate to a large lecture hall 
through the use of a large blackboard area that is lit up so students can 
see what the instructor has written. Figure 4 is a smaller room that con- 
tains a three-sided table with a separate space for the teacher. This repre- 
sents a graduate classroom that is more similar to a conference room than 
a typical undergraduate classroom. Both pictures show relatively barren 
classrooms that do not contain distracting material. 
Despite the best efforts of designers, people adapt their environment 
to meet their own needs (Brand, 1994). Figure 5 depicts a class that de- 
cided to meet outside on a sunny spring day and provides an example of 
the way that people adapt campus spaces. Beyond classroom spaces, a 
great deal of the learning that takes place on a college campus occurs 
outside of the classroom in the hall, in dorm rooms, in the cafeteria, and 
in other spaces that people claim as their own. 
The values of a folk group are also revealed by the way that its mem- 
bers talk about-and within-their space, as well as the rituals associated 
with a particular space. Although the focus of this discussion is on mate- 
rial lore, the next section will provide examples of the way that verbal lore 
and ritual/customary lore relate to particular spaces. 
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Figure 3. An Instructor on the Stage of a LarEe Lecture Hall. 
Figure 4. A Small Conference Style Classroom. 
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Figure 5. An Unplanned Informal Learning Space. 
VERBAL LOREAND RITUAL/~USTOMARYLORE 
Folkloristic studies about college campuses tend to focus on the lore 
of undergraduate students (Baker, 1983; Bronner, 1990) more than other 
groups on campus. Bronner (1990) provides a classification of the verbal 
lore on college campuses among undergraduate students. The verbal lore 
of students includes stories about the academic side of school life, such as 
tests, exams, grading, cheating, and professors. There are also stories 
about the social side of campus life, including class competitions, dorm 
games, practicaljokes, singing events, seasonal festivals, sports rituals, and 
fraternity/sorority traditions. Also, stories about haunted places, and un- 
explained events are typical on college campuses. Graduation ceremo- 
nies are also a source for a great many rituals and stories. 
An especially useful feature of Bronner’s (1990) work is that he tries to 
connect the verbal lore that he collected to issues surrounding student life: 
Folklore provides a passage from one stage to another from ritual, 
custom, and object. It defines and describes the subgroupings within 
the student’s world: the “frat rats,” “the grinds,” the ‘:jocks,” the 
“profs,” and all the rest. It is the students’ unofficial cultural orienta- 
tion held through the college experience. It offers parables to pon- 
der, rituals to observe, values to honor. Folklore from the nation’s 
colleges opens a legacy of creative expression reflecting student cul- 
ture, concerns, and roles within an exclusive institutional setting. Most 
importantly for many students, folklore helps guide them to identi- 
ties within a new setting, often large, mysterious, and imposing. Folk- 
lore is a place to begin and to belong. (p. 2 2 )  
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Verbal and customary/ritual lore provides a way for students to define 
themselves in relationship to other students and to the institution. 
Through verbal and ritual/customary lore, students learn the unofficial 
curriculum of how to navigate through the university to earn their de- 
grees. 
The lore of professors and graduate students is relatively uncharted, 
but these groups, too, must become versed in the lore of the university 
and of their department. Professors learn the official and unofficial rules 
to gain tenure, and they tell stories about difficult classes, research night- 
mares, and the long hours of academic work. Graduate student lore re- 
veals the ambiguous position of being a student for many years, the poor 
pay, and the lack of prestige in the academic community. These tensions 
of academic life are revealed in the stories and jokes that graduate stu- 
dents (‘You just might be a graduate student if,” 1998) and faculty mem- 
bers tell (“Why God never received tenure at any university,” n.d.). Each 
field, too, has its unique jokes and stories that are reflective of the topic 
area and common experiences of members of these groups (‘You might 
be a library media specialist if‘ <http://www.col.kl2.me.us/bjh/2O3a/ 
libhum.html>). 
Maintaining control is an issue in any institution and it appears in the 
verbal and ritual/customary lore in educational settings. The emphasis 
on maintaining control is an explicit focus in K-12 literature (Henry, 1993; 
Powell & Solity, 1990). Some practitioners (Wong & Wong, 1991) have 
elaborate procedures for taking control of a class through setting routines 
for all activities that occur in the classroom. These procedures include 
ritualizing the start and end of the day, entering and exiting the class- 
room, asking for help, turning in work, handling materials in the class- 
room, and creating activities to occupy children who complete assignments 
quickly. Teachers guard their own spaces by rigidly controlling access to 
areas occupied by the staff such as teachers’ lounges and administrative 
offices (Gordon & Lahelma, 1996). While university teachers may have 
less physical control over the movement of students, there are parallels in 
terms of setting up routines to control the classroom. 
Given the amount of control that an institution has over an individual, 
a frequent topic of the verbal lore in school settings involves stories about 
people who have overcome institutional control. Mechling (1995), for 
example, described how students use secret words and gestures to hide 
their communication from those in authority. Baker (1983) described 
some of the verbal lore of students at the University of Illinois, which 
included campus legends and other stories about beating the grading sys- 
tem and getting back at difficult professors. 
We are moving toward models of learning where students are no longer 
required to be physically present with other learners or the teacher. This 
new learning environment raises questions about what is gained and what 
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is lost when activities are conducted in virtual, rather than real, spaces. It 
also raises questions about how the educational process is changing as a 
result of using technology to deliver instruction. 
CONSIDERATIONSOF SPACEIN CLASSROOMSWITHOUT WALLS 
Distance education is becoming a realistic option for pursuing an 
advanced degree. According to the National Center for Education Statis- 
tics (199’7), one-third of all higher education institutions offered distance 
education in some form via video, audio, Internet-based technologies, or 
other computer-based technologies in fall 1995. Another 25 percent of 
the institutions surveyed planned to offer a distance education course 
within the next three years. Several models exist that challenge the tradi- 
tional “residential higher education” model, including: (1)extended tra- 
ditional universities, (2) for-profit adult-centered universities, (3) distance 
education/ technology-based universities, (4) corporate universities, 
(5) university/industry strategic alliances, (6) degree/certification com-
petency based universities, and (7) global multinational universities 
(Hanna, 1998). 
Discussing space issues in distance education settings is difficult be- 
cause one cannot rely on structural features of buildings or rooms as de- 
fining features. One of the challenges in exploring virtual spaces is to 
recognize the language and concepts people use to define their spaces. 
An approach that is helpful in understanding the social context surround- 
ing technology use is social informatics. A social informatics approach 
“examines social aspects of computerization-including the roles of in- 
formation technology in social and organizational change and the ways 
that the social organization of information technologies are influenced 
by social forces and social practices” (Social Informatics Homepage, 1998). 
This line of research is useful in identifying the strategies that people 
employ to define their physical and virtual spaces. The themes identified 
in this section are embedded in the material, verbal, and ritual/custom- 
ary lore of virtual environments. 
Classification is one way that people define their virtual spaces (Star, 
1996), and this is achieved in a distance education setting through classi- 
fying others by their status and their geographic location relative to the 
university. People are classified as on-campus versus off-campus faculty, 
students, and technical or administrative staff. Each of these groups rep- 
resents a distinct culture and subculture within the larger department 
and university. For example, both on-campus and off-campus students 
may share some similar experiences because they share the same status as 
students, but they differ in terms of how the work of being a student is 
accomplished. The unique experiences and values of these groups and 
subgroups play out in the stories that they tell and the rituals and customs 
that they share. 
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The type of technolo<gy that is used and the forms of communication 
afforded by various delivery methods also serve to definc space. Technol- 
ogy affordances are the physical properties of an environment that sup- 
port activities and interaction (Gawr, 1991, 1992, 1996; Gibson, 1966). 
Gaver (1996) provides a useful example in comparing the affordances of 
a card catalog to those of a computer database. The two types of technol- 
ogy can be compared in terms of the resources they provide to support 
certain activities such as accessing information. In electronic environ- 
ments, people compare technologies in terms of the types of communica-
tion resources that they afford. Face-to-face communication has a num- 
ber of affordances, including nonverbal cues, verbal cues, and the physi- 
cal objects present in a setting. Remote communication technologies of-
fer affordances that are different from face-to-face settings such as the 
ability to communicate asynchronously. From this perspective, space is 
defined by the delivery method that is used and the affordances that are 
available, so people talk about having an e-mail discussion or meeting in a 
chat room. 
Finally, people define space in virtual environments by the practice 
of doing research, teaching, and learning in academic settings. People 
define their space in relationship to the things that they do given their 
role in the institution. Students go online to attend class, turn in assign- 
ments, do their homework, and talk to colleagues. Professors go online to 
teach class, grade assignments, and mentor students. The activities are 
conducted differently in online environments as compared to physical 
classrooms, so it is important to notice the extent to which educational 
practices are transformed in virtual environments (Bruce, 1997). 
I have had the opportunity to think about how the absence of space 
affects learning through my involvement in a project (LEEP Project 
Homepage, 1998) at the University of Illinois that studies a long distance 
electronic education program (LEEP3Homepage, 1998) in the Graduate 
School of Library and Information Science. The LEEP program uses short 
on-campus visits once a semester, and delivery of course content through 
Internet technologies including Web Boards, Real Audio, the World Wide 
Web, and Internet Relay Chat (IRC). Some of the examples used in the 
next section stem from interviews and observations from this project. 
MATERIAL OREIN VIRTUALENVIRONMENTS 
The practices surrounding educational settings are inextricably linked 
to the infrastructural support provided by all sectors of the university 
(Besser, 1996). Infrastructure includes access to physical objects in the 
environment such as computers, computer programs, and library materi- 
als. It includes access to the social resources of the university such as a 
professional library staff, faculty, and other students. Infrastructure also 
relates to a person’s access to opportunities such as jobs, assistantships, 
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and networking or mentoring opportunities. Providing these resources 
to distance education students requires the university to grapple with de- 
cisions that affect both on-campus and off-campus students. For example, 
in providing access to class materials and resources, a university must deal 
with issues such as the financial cost of subscribing to a database across a 
network, copyright issues, developing and maintaining library collections, 
and security issues. Because the infrastructure of a university is geared 
toward on-campus students, distance education students often need to be 
resourceful to get access to the materials that they need. 
The lack of a shared physical space and artifacts leads to problems of 
defining traditional educational practices such as attending class and class 
participation. Students can disappear in a distance education setting be- 
cause, if they do not post a message, the teacher has no contact with them. 
In the physical environment, even if students are quiet, the teacher has 
some contact with them because they are physically present during class. 
Similarly, instructors can disappear in a distance education environment 
if they do not post regular messages. Students and teachers need to de- 
velop new skills to maintain a virtual presence and to demonstrate partici- 
pation. 
The lack of a shared physical space also leads to problems in present- 
ing material because of the lack of shared face-to-face and auditory cues. 
One instructor in the LEEP program described it as a problem of empha- 
sis: ‘You can’t just use voice inflection or you can’t just put it in bold let- 
ters like you would in the classroom. . . . In the classroom, I can say if you 
don’t come away with anything else today remember this . . . . Somehow 
saying that in the LEEP format doesn’t have the same kind of impact. You 
really just have to kind of hit it over and over again.” This relates to the 
different affordances available in an online, versus a live, classroom setting. 
A great deal of learning in physical environments occurs informally 
through unplanned conversations, which can be hard to achieve in virtual 
settings. One of the problems with using technologies such as a Web 
board is that the exchanges tend to be formal and there seem to be fewer 
opportunities for informal conversation. Unlike face-to-face conversations, 
there can be a permanent record of what is said in virtual environments 
through archives. The existence of an archive may discourage a student 
from expressing an idea because a record exists of a person’s mistakes. 
The existence of a permanent record of one’s interaction also creates a 
more formal environment because the teacher has a permanent record of 
the number and the quality of posts made by a student. 
VERBALOREIN VIRTUALENVIRONMENTS 
Some have argued that the use of computers is fundamentally chang- 
ing the stories that people tell and the way these stories are expressed 
Uennings, 1990; Murray, 1997). The stories and jokes that people tell are 
432 LIBRARY TRENDS/WINTER 1999 
communicated in electronic form so they differ from an oral performance. 
A story or joke reflects both the values of a folk group and the computer 
context in which it is told. For example, you could throw a virtual spitball 
at someone in an Internet Relay Chat (IRC) environment. This relates to 
student culture because throwing a spitball is something that one might 
do in a school setting. It also relates to computer culture because part of 
what makes this joke funny is that someone typed the command to make 
the description of the spitball appear on people’s computer screens. 
Some of the jokes and stories of the LEEP students involve the trade- 
offs inherent to participating in a virtual class. One of the LEEP students 
provided the following example: 
Everyone always makes jokes about sitting in front of their computer 
naked. I’m not really here, this is actually someone else. We do 
jokes about who we really say we are. In IRC there’s this command 
where you can whisper to other people. Once in awhile people will 
do it incorrectly and they say somethirig that you probably wouldn’t 
actually say. People joke about that. 
On the one hand, it is nice to be part of the LEEP experience because you 
can do things that you cannot do in a live classroom setting, but the vir- 
tual environment has trade-offs such as the difficulty of discerning if people 
are who they claim to be. This example is also interesting because it touches 
on an affordance of the technology that is heavily used. In IRC, when 
someone whispers, they type a private message that goes only to a selected 
person rather than to everyone in the chat room. It is possible to make a 
mistake so that instead of whispering to one person a message is sent to 
everyone in the chat room. Mistakes become fodder forjokes, and the 
ease with which they can happen may also cause participants to have more 
tolerance for mistakes than they would in face-to-face settings. 
Many hero tales crop up in virtual environments; these are important 
to explore because they reveal characteristics that people in this culture 
value. In the LEEP environment, there is a hero tale about a novice who 
masters the difficult technology and who either receives recognition for 
his or her effort or who goes on to become a technical master herself or 
himself. This story came up repeatedly and differed slightly depending 
on whether the instructor or the student was the hero. In one version, a 
teacher who was apprehensive about teaching in the distance education 
environment taught a class that seemed difficult to translate to a virtual 
environment and went on to win a prestigious teaching award at the uni- 
versity. In another version of the story, a student who had some difficul- 
ties learning the technolo<gy at the beginning of the program went on to 
become the technical guru at the student’s workplace. Certain elements 
of each of these stories may not be literally true, but these hero tales high- 
light a desire to overcome the difficulties in learning and using technol- 
ogy to become masters of the technology. 
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One type of computer story has what Tenner (1996) calls revenge 
effects: “[Tlhe tendency of the world around us to get even, to twist our 
cleverness against us” (p. 6) .  Tenner is specifically interested in the way 
that technology is supposed to help us but in reality produces a number of 
unintended consequences. One example of an unintended revenge effect 
is the increase in repetitive stress injuries that are associated with pro- 
longed use of computers in the workplace. Tenner suggests the existence 
of a folklore of computer revenge effects. For example, one unintended 
consequence of a move toward the use of virtual resources for on-campus 
classes seems to be an increase in the amount of printing that is done in 
the computer lab. Because students find it difficult to read academic 
papers online, they print these papers in the lab rather than buying a 
packet at the beginning of the semester that contains all of the readings. 
Another type of story that relates to computer use is the way that 
technology takes over people’s lives and the ways that people resist the 
virtual life. Teachers and students tell stories about how they are always in 
class in distance education settings, and they feel the need to constantly 
check the messages for a course. At the same time, academics tell stories 
about how they resist the virtual life through various strategies such as not 
checking e-mail on weekends. 
Interestingly, the experiences of the distance education students at 
the University of Illinois also highlight the importance of gathering to- 
gether in a shared physical space. As part of the LEEP program, students 
are required to attend a two-week on-campus session where they take a 
class and learn the technology that they will use in their classes. Through 
this experience, the students meet their fellow classmates and form friend- 
ships that often continue in the virtual environment. Many of the stories 
and jokes the LEEP students tell refer back to the time when they were 
physically on campus. 
RITUAL/CUSTOMARY ENVIRONMENTSLOREIN VIRTUAL 
In the absence of physical spaces, people create new virtual rituals 
and customs to take the place of some traditions that are tied to particular 
places. These new virtual rituals may bear some similarity to their physical 
counterparts, but they also assume their own character, taking advantage 
of the affordances of the virtual environment. A good example is the 
graduation ceremony that took place in May 1998 at the University of 
Illinois for both on-campus and LEEP students (Being there, 1998; 1998 
LEEP Graduation Ceremony, 1998). A live version of the graduation cer- 
emony took place with all of the typical rituals such as graduation speeches, 
traditional dress in cap and gown, the distribution of diplomas, etc. In 
conjunction with the live graduation, a virtual graduation took place that 
had elements of the live graduation but also contained its own rhythm 
and activities. 
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In the virtual ceremony, LEEP students and their families were able 
to gather in a chat room and hear the events occurring at the live gradu- 
ation ceremony. Unlike people attending the live ceremony, participants 
attending the virtual graduation were able to “talk to fellow graduates 
and their families throughout the ceremony by typing messages back and 
forth. They were also free from other rituals such as dressing up in a cap 
and gown and listening intently to graduation speeches because they were 
not a captive audience. 
In an important event like a graduation, it is relevant to think about 
the quality of the experience if all of the rituals cannot be translated to 
the virtual environment. Many activities surrounding the graduation ex- 
perience are not captured by the one moment when students hear their 
name being read as they walk across the stage to receive a diploma. Some 
of these things include: getting yourself and your family dressed up for 
the graduation ceremony; driving to the graduation ceremony and pass- 
ing by the statue of the Alma Mater, knowing that somehow this statue 
represents your accomplishments; knowing that somewhere your family is 
sitting in the stands anxiously waiting to see you and capture a picture as 
you walk across the stage; and the energy of the crowd. These moments 
make the graduation day memorable and add to the aesthetic of the event 
but do not carry over to the virtual ceremony. 
The move toward distance education has affected the rhythm and 
flow of academic life. Professors may need to change their work practices 
to be effective in virtual environments. It can be difficult to make adjust- 
ments to a course schedule or to assignments because it can take much 
time to prepare course material suitable for this environment. Some in- 
structors find it difficult to do things spontaneously in virtual settings be- 
cause it requires significant time and thought to find an explanation that 
will make sense, given the communication affordances of the technology. 
Similarly, students in this environment are much more accountable for 
doing their work, so the roles and obligations of being a student are dif- 
ferent from those of on-campus students (Burge, 1996; Linn, 1996). In 
many cases, there is no real way for the teacher to check if the students 
are keeping up with their work or if they are doing the work themselves. 
CONCLUSION 
Much of the literature on space tends to ignore the connection be- 
tween membership in a community and the spaces that people inhabit. 
Space is treated as being either neutral and is ignored or as something 
that must be controlled in order to influence the behavior of people within 
a setting. This disconnect between membership in a community and the 
space that a group inhabits is precisely what a folkloristic approach tries to 
bridge. Space cannot be considered outside the context of the value struc- 
ture and practices of a folk group. Because there is no literature on the 
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folklore of space on college campuses, this article has focused on how 
space is discussed within education research literature and has pointed to 
places where a connection can be made between space and the value struc- 
ture and practices of members of the academic community. 
Scholars must examine both real and virtual spaces because college 
settings today are hybrid learning environments in which part or all of 
academic work takes place online. Even when traditional teaching mod- 
els are used, activities are no longer confined to only one space, because 
of the increased use of electronic tools such as e-mail. By ignoring com- 
puter lore and computcr contexts, folklorists may miss important aspects 
of culture and the ways that work gets done in academic environments. 
Both real and distance education environments are being affected by 
the lack of boundaries created by the increased use of computers in edu- 
cation. At the same time that a distance education student is listening to 
a lecture delivered by a teacher, she or he may be preparing dinner for 
the family. Similar problems exist in identifying boundaries between work 
and school settings. Resources that are available at work become resources 
for school and vice versa. Because schoolwork can be done both at home 
and at work, blended work spaces must be negotiated. The problem of 
negotiating boundaries is also true of more traditional educational envi- 
ronments, especially as more academic work is conducted via the com- 
puter. 
The lack of boundaries is also an area that researchers might exam- 
ine for conflicts between various groups and subgroups in the university. 
People classify each other as on-campus or off-campus students or instruc- 
tors. The needs and expectations of each group are different, and the 
infrastructure needed to support each group can vary tremendously. While 
some aspects of being a teacher or a student may be similar for both on- 
campus and off-campus groups, the actual practice of teaching and learn- 
ing may be different. In addition, the existence of on-campus and off- 
campus groups inevitably raises questions about whether there is equality 
in terms of the experience and access to resources provided by the univer- 
sity. Categories of location are also potential sources of conflict as on- 
campus and off-campus groups seek to structure the institution in ways 
that suit their own needs. 
New environments require new interdisciplinary ways of studying space 
that include elements of both folklore research and social informatics. 
The study of material culture provides important insights into the way 
that physical structures reveal the culture of a folk group. The study of 
social informatics provides insights into the way that people organize both 
their real and virtual spaces and how this reveals culture. The structural 
features of the physical world remind us of the importance of looking at 
how traditional practices translate or fail to translate to the virtual envi- 
ronment. The strategies used to define space in the virtual world remind 
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us of the importance of uncovering the cultural values that are embodied 
within artifacts. Examining the practices that translate, or fail to trans- 
late, to virtual environments and the new practices that develop both in 
the physical and virtual world, in response to hybrid models of academic 
work, will reveal those cultural values. 
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